Medical History
Sir James Y Simpson and London's "conservative and so curiously prejudiced" Dr Ramsbotham
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The history of medicine division of the National Library of Medicine has in its manuscripts collection a body of correspondence that vividly describes the strong views held by James Y Simpson in espousing the use of obstetric anaesthesia. The collection consists of 31 letters written by Simpson, mostly from Edinburgh, to the London obstetrician Francis Henry Ramsbotham during the years 1844-53 (many of them composed at the bedside of women about to be delivered), drafts or copies of 15 letters sent to Simpson by Dr Ramsbotham, and several other holographs addressed to Ramsbotham. Despite the unfavourable circumstances under which Simpson wrote many of his letters and the poor legibility of the drafts and copies, the research condition of the material on the whole is surprisingly satisfactory.
The theme of the collection is the use of chloroform anaesthesia in childbirth. Surgical anaesthesia, ether, was discovered in the United States and first publicly demonstrated by William T G Morton at the Massachusetts General Hospital in October 1846; it was used first in obstetrics by Simpson in January 1847. Dissatisfied with many of the properties of ether-it was bulky and inflammable, induction was slow, and the lightly anaesthetised patient was liable to vomit-Simpson sought an alternative and soon discovered the anaesthetic properties of chloroform.' In November 1847 Simpson introduced chloroform anaesthesia in obstetrics, and the practice spread quickly in Scotland. In England, however, its acceptance was slower, and clearly evident throughout this collection of correspondence is Simpson's message that London medicine is unreasonably conservative and distantly behind the more advanced practices of Scotland. In fact, in his letter to Ramsbotham dated 1 In the third edition of his Principles and Practice of Obstetric Medicine and Surgery, published in 1851, Ramsbotham warned the profession that "some degree of hazard must always attend" the use of chloroform and "no medical man is justified in increasing, even to the least amount, the dangers that hover around a parturient woman."8 From Simpson's 1853 correspondence one gets the impression that Dr Ramsbotham was "going to alter" this view. If indeed he did, it certainly was not in any decisive way because in the fourth edition of his text, appearing in 1856, Ramsbotham concludes his chapter on anaesthesia in labour with the emphatic declaration that, "I have not seen the least reason to alter the opinions . . . that before anaesthetics can be introduced for the relief of ordinary pains of childbirth it must be proved incontestably that they are invariably safe both to the mother and her infant. " 9 In November 1856 Dr Ramsbotham delivered the opening address to the Harveian Society. It was a somewhat imprecise, rambling oratory on "Suggestions in Reference to the Means of Advancing Medical Science," extolling the major contributions of medical science and emphasising the progress made in recent times. Not once throughout the talk could Ramsbotham bring himself to acknowledge chloroform anaesthesia, or its discoverer, by name. However, when he broached the subject of the "adaptation of medicinal substances to the healing art," including "some new drugs before unknown," Ramsbotham was quick "to offer his opinion that medical men are not in general sufficiently attentive to the forms in which they administer their drugs, and to the vehicles in which they convey them."'0
The fifth edition of Dr Ramsbotham's work was published in 1867, one year before he died. Graciously inscribed from "his sincere friend," the volume was dedicated to "Sir James Y Simpson, Bart, whose indefatigable exertions in the cause of science, and successful efforts to alleviate human suffering have rendered his name famous throughout the world." In this work Ramsbotham reprinted his chapter on anaesthesia in labour exactly as it was published 11 years previously, but to it he then added:
"Experience has fortunately proved that the gloomy anticipations, which I had formed respecting the danger universally attending the administration of anaesthetics, have turned out to be, in some degree, fallacious; or at least it is not so great as I feared it would be; for the casualties that have resulted from their use during that period have been 
